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Introduction

The art I was exposed to growing up was produced by artisans, skilled carpenters,
ceramicists, and manipulators of fabrics, to name but a few. Glassblowing was the family
business and the dominance of the craft tradition in my early education led me to take superlative
finishes, rich materials, as well as knowledge of the hand as something of a given when it came
to making objects. As I began to study contemporary art in earnest as an undergraduate, this blur
between a craft sensibility and the world of art at large pointed me toward artists who
demonstrate their own particular view of mastery through an idiosyncratic art practice. For
example, I was drawn to Martin Puryear’s organic yet calculated sculptures for their
combinations of techniques from traditional wood carving, boat building, and modern
technology.1 Similarly, Roni Horn’s works in copper and glass rely on a certain technical
precision that requires specific knowledge of the physical properties of the material.2 Still, I
learned that it is incumbent upon every artist to develop the techniques that suit their vision. I
looked for studio artists that approached their work with an emphasis on the subtle manipulations
of their materials and subjects in order to challenge ideas of perception, and thereby challenging
notions of mastery. The nearly scientific rigor of Robert Ryman’s ceaseless experimentation with
the permutations of white, clear, and buff surfaces and materials fit this bill. Carl Andre’s ever so
slight intervention of materials also seemed up to the task by asking ‘What is the smallest way I
can turn an object into art?’ In looking at these artists and their processes, I developed my own

1

“Martin Puryear,” Hauser & Wirth, accessed April 2019.
For example of Horn’s work in copper and glass, see Things That Happen Again: For a Here and a There,
1986-1991 (figure 1) and the works installed at the Nasher Sculpture Center (figure 2) respectively.
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practice with a deliberate emphasis on using art materials in unique and experimental ways
coupled with techniques that place pressure on precision.
The distinct visual vocabularies of artists like Puryear, Horn, Ryman, and Andre, are each
keys to the stylistic trends that run through the larger narrative of “abstraction,” but many salient
questions remain about the purposiveness of non-objective art. For example, genres or even
periods that define art history, such as Minimalism or color field, do not seem to offer an
explanation for why exactly a specific gesture or color palette resonates in its time of creation.
One of the themes of my work, composed as it is of careful collisions of materials, color, and
textures, is how the delivery of these components is interpreted differently over time.

The Art of Abstraction and the Workshop of the Splashmaster

I found a useful frame for this idea in the form of the New York Times review of the
1973 Whitney Biennial. In it, the art critic and historian John Canaday quipped that the ‘minor’
artists included alongside the more famous participants of that year “followed the masters so
closely” that future scholars will simply ascribe the work to ‘workshop of Jasper Johns,’ or
‘workshop of Robert Rauschenberg,’ or ‘workshop of the Splash Master’” (emphasis added).3
Canaday might not have thought very highly of the significance of every artist included that year,
but by making a pun on attribution (ie, School of Rembrandt) , he seems to conjure, then
lampoon, the entire career of an unknown, hypothetical artist of historical significance he calls
the Splash Master. Perhaps an ur Pollock or even Frankenthaler, the figment of the Splash

3

John Canaday, “Art: Final Part of Whitney Biennial,” New York Times, January 25, 1973, p. 51.
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Master essentializes the gesture into a trend. By simply mapping an action painting-esque splash
onto the archetype of an artist whose body of work can be described by just a few gestures,
Canaday suggests a deep ambivalence in cementing authorship. I found the invention of this
figure stirring as I had unwittingly made the Splash Master’s painting. In appreciation, I titled the
painting after Canaday’s critical invention (figure 3).

If originality is important to establishing an art-historical value to an artist’s work, then
Canaday’s words speak to an anxiety of establishing a kind of influence that is, itself, linked with
ideas of quality. In this scenario, both the artist and critic are required to explicate the
antecedents to art, whereby an artist produces work that breaks with and then continues tradition,
and the critic explains why that break is important. Clearly, in Canaday’s estimation, the Splash
Master is a kind of metonym, a stand in for a sufficiently groundbreaking Ab-ex-related artist.
Even if this arch honorific does seem to collapse the ontological significance of Jackson
Pollock’s drips and Morris Louis’ unfurls ( to say nothing of the scribbles and dribbles of both
Twombly and Rauschenberg), there is an a posteriori recognition of who this artist is by sheer
dint of giving name to the fictional Splash Master. In fact, an entire oeuvre can immediately be
conjured by simply mapping a splash gesture onto any artist in possession of a career whose
body of work can be described by just a few paint handling techniques.

Mastering Printmaking in Order to Paint
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Calling out Johns and Rauschenberg specifically as masters and even leaders of their
generation is an honorific that suggests quality that exists in a lineage of tradition. This definition
is similar to the same term used within the traditions of craft around the world, from Shaker
furniture to the Arts and Crafts movement to Japan’s Living National Treasures. In my research
on these artists, I instinctively attempted to link the use of the term ‘mastery’ within the contexts
of both fine art and craft, and found that my creative ambition was to thread the needle between
the two.
Printmaking is a natural bridge for this concept, and between my undergraduate and
graduate studies I pursued printmaking through an apprenticeship in a collaborative lithography
studio. There, I was able to hone my technical and collaborative skills over the course of five
years and become a master printmaker. I viewed mastery of at least one medium as a prerequisite
toward the more general understanding of what mastery over any medium means. More
importantly, I viewed mastery as necessary to liberate the sense of limitation I had of my
technical ability to express what I wanted.
During my time working as a collaborative printer I worked with a number of artists who
were influential to the development of my thinking, including Nicole Eisenman and Jacqueline
Humphries. Both painters, they approached printmaking to explore new techniques, as well as to
redouble their commitment to their own iconography. For example, Eisenman’s lithograph
Sloppy Bar Room Kiss, 2011 (figure 4) demonstrates her building of a relationship between a
painting of the same name and the print through the use of repeated subject matter expressed in
different media. In the painting Sloppy Bar Room Kiss ( figure 5), two figures kiss horizontally,
their heads resting atop a table. The print of the same title features a similar composition with the
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illusion of brushstrokes filling the space behind their heads. Through this process of translation,
Eisenman both creates a visual vocabulary and establishes it across mediums. In fact, the
commitment to imagery was exactly what I learned from my experience as a printmaker.

Iconography

I started thinking of woodgrain as a hybrid of pattern, drawing, a metaphor for nature, as
well as an image of the natural world from ukiyo-e prints, in which the washy colors usually
retain some imprint of the wood grain from which it was printed. Wood is a typical substrate for
relief printmaking, but the grain is often invisible. The figuration of ringlets produced by the
growth of the wood is itself a drawing sui generis, and serves as an apt metaphor for the
compression of time that takes place at the moment of the impression of wood to paper. I found
that by treating the wood grain as part of the image, the printing process makes the wood grain
visible and serves as a stark, naturally patterned ground over which I stencil a refined and
pictogrammatic shape. By merging the sui generis drawing of the woodgrain with my own
refined, geometric drawing I am pointing to the confluence of the natural and artificial (figure 6)
Because of the variety of figuration in different species of wood, as well as its somewhat
unpredictable shape, there is a kind of participation that can occur with woodgrain, by which the
selection of it becomes an artistic choice. Featuring the grain of wood is something that is often
associated with interior decorating, but if it is thought of as a drawing ex nihilo then the selection
of a particular grain-figuration can be linked with the creative intention and taste of the artist,
beginning with the link of the woodgrain to the natural world, then to the “quality” of the wood
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(which is easier to discern based off length of grain and presence or lack thereof of knots) and to
the way its used, either as a ground upon which to build an image or as an object to feature in an
image.
A deliberately fine and crafted sensibility suffuses the materials used in my paintings
(Figure 7). Carefully treated surfaces collide with passages of casual messiness in a tableaux of
expressive gestures executed with a precision that is both mannered and spontaneous. The
heterogeneous surfaces of my work are a matter of medium, be it oil paint, acrylic, encaustic
wax, fabric, mahogany, to name but a few. The works are informed by disparate sources such as
ancient patterns and natural themes, as well as the physical properties of the materials used in
their construction (figure 8). Each work is process-based and builds an image with materials that
demonstrate their fitness to be enacted upon, such as through burnishing, layering, dissolving and
more.
The connection between my prints and painting is a utilization of materials and processes
that demand accuracy by making revisions nearly impossible without starting over. There is a
form of drawing that is revealed, in both the grain of the wood and the striations of the paint.
Encaustic wax can be painted only for a matter of seconds before the brush mark freezes solid.
Incised lines etched into a carefully treated surface of oil paint leave little room for edits or
erasure without revealing the mistake. Even a splash, if timed right, is capable of transmitting the
information of its action. In my oil paintings, I combine printing ink with oil paint and build and
subtract from layered surfaces with deep brushstrokes, spatula scrapings, taped straight edges,
and many other tools. The careful monochrome textures in the paint mirror the detail of the
woodgrain in the prints in a reaffirmation of my own visual vocabulary. Similarly to the way an

8

artist such as Eisenman might assert herself as a painter within her print work by including
visible brushstrokes in her lithographs, I am establishing myself as a printmaker within my
paintings by creating paintings heavily indebted to printmaking techniques and logic.

Satellites

I usually produce works in pairs, which sets up a dialogue between the two paintings
which are presented as a single artwork (figure 9). This doubling of the work is crucial, as it is a
statement of proof that the seemingly spontaneous elements of their composition are no accident.
The use of pattern, texture, and action, presents a limited engagement in sophisticated
provisionalism. At the same time, the pairing presents a sense of poise that is suspect because
each painting is refined just enough to suggest the specificity of a broader body of work that
hasn’t materialized. I am reminded of Adorno’s quote in Aesthetic Theory where he says, "There
is no aesthetic refraction without something to be refracted; no imagination without something
imagined."4 Unreliable narrators, they exist in a precarious middle distance, caught between their
fledgling seriality and the suspicion aroused by individuality.

Conclusion

The reduced sensibility and limited multiplicity of my paintings, coupled with the
iconography of wood grain-like textures, all factored into the installation of my thesis exhibition.

4

Theodor Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, ( Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press Minneapolis, 1997), p. 4.
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The paintings in this exhibition each rely on a severe chromatic specificity. Pale pink, bone
black, king’s blue, cupric green, red oxide, and mineral grey dominate the picture-planes of each
canvas. The colors are in fact carefully calibrated to one another. Together they are like pure,
super-enriched earth tones, and seem somewhat out of the contemporary context. They are like
coats of arms from a feudal time when such colors would be a herald of armorial bearing. For
this exhibition, each color is like a character, slightly at odds with its surrounding, but dressed in
regalia, arriving to reach an accord with one another but firmly distinct in its character.

10

Figures

Figure 1
Roni Horn
Things That Happen Again: For a Here and a There, 1986-1991
Installed at the Chinati Foundation

Figure 2
Roni Horn
“Roni Horn” installation photograph
Nasher Sculpture Center exhibition, May 20 through August 20, 2017.
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Figure 3
Evan Bellantone
Workshop of the Splash Master, 2018
Oil and acrylic on canvas and linen with oak, pine, and mahogany
57 x 56 inches
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Figure 4
Nicole Eisenman
Sloppy Bar room Kiss, 2011
Lithograph, Edition:25

18 × 17 7/8 inches (45.7 × 45.4 cm)
Edition of 25

Figure 5
Nicole Eisenman
Sloppy Bar Room Kiss, 2011
Oil on canvas

39 × 48 inches (99.1 × 121.9 cm)
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Figure 6
Evan Bellantone
Ariccia, triptych, 2016
Three woodblock monoprints
50 1/2 x 124 inches (each)

Figure 7
Evan Bellantone
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Volon, 2017-2019
Encaustic, oil and pastel on canvas tarp with mahogany
46 x 86 inches

Figure 8
Ceiling painting from the palace of Amenhotep III, ca. 1390–1353 B.C.
Dried Mud, mud plaster, paint, Gesso
55 1/8 x 55 1/8 inches (140 x 140 cm)
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Rogers Fund, 1911 (11.215.451)
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Figure 9
Evan Bellantone
Satellite, 2017-2018
Acrylic on canvas
72 x 82 inches
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Thesis Exhibition Checklist
1.
Evan Bellantone
May 9, 2019- May 25, 2019
Saturater
2019
Oil on canvas
60 x 60 inches
2.
Evan Bellantone
May 9, 2019- May 25, 2019
Pergutory Palazzo
2019
Encaustic and wood on canvas
44 x 39 inches
3.
Evan Bellantone
May 9, 2019- May 25, 2019
Kings Blue
2019
Oil on canvas
60 x 58 inches
4.
Evan Bellantone
May 9, 2019- May 25, 2019
Oxidizer
2018
Oil on canvas
60 x 60 inches
5.
Evan Bellantone
May 9, 2019- May 25, 2019
Transfixer
2019
18

Oil on canvas
60 x 60 inches
6.
Evan Bellantone
May 9, 2019- May 25, 2019
Mineral Grey
2019
Oil on Canvas
72 x 36 inches
7.
Evan Bellantone
May 9, 2019- May 25, 2019
Troilus and Cressida
2019
Oil on Canvas
82 x 66 inches
8.
Evan Bellantone
May 9, 2019- May 25, 2019
Narrow Road to the North
2019
Oil on Canvas
72 x 64 inches
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Thesis Exhibition Installation Images

Evan Bellantone
May 9, 2019 - May 25, 2019
Installation view

28

Evan Bellantone
May 9, 2019 - May 25, 2019
Installation view
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